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Abstract:

Objecting to a planning application is one of the most visible and direct methods for the public to participate in the shaping of their urban environment. Unlike many planning systems around the world, Victoria includes rights for third-parties to lodge a submission in favour or against a proposal. This democratic principle is one at the core of community participation in Melbourne and has a history of significantly affecting decisions across the metropolitan area.

While all councils in the State have some process through which public submissions are considered, they vary considerably. This research aims to determine the effectiveness of these systems in creating public value. It compares processes to determine what factors affect this outcome. At its core, it concerns the activities of governments achieving a mission set by the public.

This paper adopts a mixed-methods approach. Three representative case studies from local governments in Metropolitan Melbourne form the basis of data collection. Council meeting observations, interviews and document analyses are utilised. These are triangulated to compare the government’s stated mission with actual practice through a developed framework. Data suggests that public value is only created in contexts where democratic participation throughout the process is maximised.
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	1. Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to examine the formal governance arrangements through which local governments in Melbourne process planning objections and determine whether they fulfil the expectations and needs of the public. As most recently noted by Legacy (2016) and Taylor, et al. (2016), planning governance in Victoria is subject to significant political and operational challenges. The system of objections within its environment is one of the most visible and direct ways for citizens to participate in local democracy and shape their own neighbourhood. It also spawns a whole range of informal processes that lie outside of these systems, such as local resident groups, and protest movements (Legacy, 2016). Therefore, this paper seeks to determine whether current governance structures create public value. At its core, public value is about government officials carrying out their activities in a manner that accords with the needs and wishes of the public. This research is conducted within the context of managing objections to statutory planning applications for residential developments at metropolitan local governments in Melbourne.

The importance of this research is evident in the significant discourse concerning urban planning issues in Melbourne. As the population of the city continues to increase, systems designed many decades ago under different circumstances are failing to deal with increasing cynicism and distrust in governments (Ellis, 2004; Glakin & Dionisio, 2016). The ongoing tensions between existing governance arrangements and contemporary needs of cities are quite evident across a range of jurisdictions and policy areas. These tensions lie primarily between attempts to devolve decision-making to the lowest possible level and the continuation of planning systems that still rely on a traditional view of public administration (Lewis, et al., 2015). By evaluating how these processes work at the point in the planning system with the most direct involvement by the public, we can gain a better understanding of their strengths and weaknesses. Results can then be incorporated into attempts to reform or otherwise change the existing planning system with a view to possibly improve citizen participation through deliberative planning (Innes & Booher, 2010).

	2. Literature

The aim of this paper is to examine the governance systems used by councils to manage objections to planning applications. Therefore, in order to situate this research into particular bodies of literature, three topics will be reviewed. Beginning with objections in the context of urban planning; followed by an overview of governance, focusing on neighbourhood governance; finally, this review concludes by articulating Moore’s (1995) concept of public value.

	2.1 Planning Objection Processes 

The right for third-parties to object to planning applications is a cornerstone of the Victorian planning system. Unlike many discretionary planning systems around the world, Victorian planning schemes include rights for third-parties to object to proposals (Morris, 2005). Such rights are stipulated to ostensibly ensure that the needs of local areas are balanced against the state-wide strategic focus (Morris, 2005). In most cases, the first opportunity for the objection process to begin is at a local government level. For residential planning permits, there are many triggers to which objection rights apply. Any person or entity may lodge an objection to a planning application during its period of advertising (DELWP, 2014). Notification typically lasts for three to four weeks and includes letters to directly adjoining property owners, on-site signage, and online publication (DELWP, 2014). Requirements and processes can vary widely between councils due to a lack of comprehensive state-wide coordination. Each local government has a large degree of discretion in many parts of the process (DELWP, 2014). The only stage of the planning objection process that is fully standardised is when an appeal is lodged with the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal (VCAT) and state government jurisdiction takes over (DELWP, 2016).

There is little documented research on the process of planning objections at present. Literature on this topic examining the context of Victoria has primarily focussed on social or built environment factors affecting practical inputs and outputs rather than the structures or processes by which they are governed (Taylor, 2013; Taylor, et al., 2016). More generally, there appears to be little coordination or collaboration between public policy and urban planning literature in the Australian context. Both areas of research assess and analyse many of the same areas. However, they often fail to recognise similar work undertaken in the other field or do not account for one another in research (Healey, 2010). This is a gap in the literature that this research seeks to address to both link these two areas together and provide a governance context for looking at objections.

	2.2 Governance

Governance is useful as a lens through which to view the processes objections are managed by governments. The governance of planning in the context of this research specifically relates to the activities of governments when processing objections and the outcomes of such processes. Related to this is the rise of participatory governance structures in many countries (Schatz & Rogers 2016; Healey, 2010; UN-Habitat, 2009). This is attained in a similar fashion to that described in neighbourhood governance (Lowndes & Sullivan, 2008). Neighbourhood governance is where practical governance concepts are applied to a local level. This idea recognises the vital importance of the neighbourhood level in the lives of people (Hamdi, 2004; Jacobs, 1994) and seeks to build governance processes around these needs. The importance of a ‘sense of place’ has a profound impact upon social cohesion and identity that not only plays a role in day-to-day life, but offers established and strong networks that can be utilised for community engagement (Jacobs, 1994). Recognising these factors, neighbourhood governance can be considered as a structure through which communities can govern themselves at a sub-local level and effect change through planning processes.

Lowndes and Sullivan (2008) identify four ‘ideal types’ of neighbourhood governance, each with a different primary rationale. These are shown in Table 1 below.

 

Table 1 – Forms of neighbourhood governance: four ideal types 
(Lowndes & Sullivan, 2008)
	

	Neighbourhood empowerment 
	Neighbourhood partnership 
	Neighbourhood government 
	Neighbourhood management

	Primary rationale 
	Civic
	Social
	Political
	Economic

	Key objectives 
	Active citizens and cohesive communities
	Citizen well-being and regeneration
	Responsive and accountable decision making
	More effective local service delivery

	Democratic device 
	Participatory democracy
	Stakeholder democracy
	Representative democracy
	Market democracy

	Citizen role 
	Citizen: voice
	Partner: loyalty
	Elector: vote
	Consumer: choice

	 Leadership role 
	Animateur, enabler
	Broker, chair
	Councillor, mini-mayor
	Entrepreneur, director

	 Institutional forms 
	Forums, Co-production
	Service board, mini-LSP
	Town councils, area committees
	Contracts, charters



This concept of devolution to local communities is particularly relevant to this research. Planning objections represent a way in which neighbourhoods have at least some degree of say over what changes occur in their urban environment. However, as outlined by Lowndes and Sullivan (2008), its success is dependent on several key governance attributes (see Table 1). Utilising this framework for the examination of this paper’s research can greatly assist in understanding the functions and outcomes of such governance structures for neighbourhoods and their citizens.

	2.3 Public value

The emergence of the ‘public value’ paradigm in public policy and management literature has been used to describe and analyse the operations of governments and their associated entities. Moore (1994; 1995; 2000) introduced the concept of public value as part of an effort to measure the success of public sector organisations. Its purpose was to create a framework to conceptualise the activities of governments in response to claims of public institutions not being able to ‘create value’. Moore defines this concept in terms of public officials “expressing [citizens’ and elected representatives’] collective aspirations through the operations of government organisations” (Alford & O'Flynn, 2009). This paper approaches the effects of planning objection governance by using public value as a tool to analyse the processes through which objections are handled. Figure 1 puts forward three key elements tool to analyse and evaluate governance structures (Moore, 1995):

· Authorising environment: strategy must have enough ongoing support and resources from enough stakeholders
· Operational capabilities: proposed actions must be practical within resource and other boundaries
· Task environment: strategy must “be aimed at creating something substantively valuable” (Alford & O'Flynn, 2009)



Figure 1 – Public value strategic triangle 
(Alford & O'Flynn, 2009)
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Public value is useful in the context of planning as it argues that the actions of public officials are inherently political. As argued by many in the academic literature, the theory and practice of planning is value-laden and influenced by external political factors by its very nature (Glakin & Dionisio, 2016; Healey, 2010; Taylor, et al., 2016). These contemporary attitudes towards the discipline signal quite a radical shift in public administration. It challenges centuries of accepted theory that public servants exist to provide ‘frank and fearless advice’ without consideration or influence from political factors (Clemons & McBeth, 2001). Instead, public value recognises that public managers operate in a political environment and cannot simply ignore what happens around them.

While debates on the nature and value of Moore’s proposition continue in public management discourse (Alford & O'Flynn, 2009; Oakley, et al., 2006; Roberts, 1995; Rhodes & Wanna, 2007), it is considered a useful tool for the purposes of this research to measure the relative successes and failures of different governance systems across each area. This is because planning is generally accepted to be a field that is inherently political and attracts a wide variety of value-laden decisions and considerations (Healey, 2010; Newman & Clarke, 2009; Taylor, et al., 2016).

	3. Objective Governance Framework

This section outlines the development of the ‘Objection Governance Framework’ created to identify governance processes of planning objections and whether they create public value. This was created due to the lack of such specific mechanisms in the existing literature. This framework has been developed based on concepts adopted from the public value and neighbourhood governance theories. In short, neighbourhood governance applies both the concept of a community and the emerging paradigm of networked governance, while public value provides the ‘strategic triangle’ as a tool to measure the success or failure of government activities.

The key elements of this methodological framework have been designed to align with the six aspects of neighbourhood governance from Lowndes and Sullivan (2008) with one of the three parts of Moore’s (1995) strategic triangle. These have then been consolidated into three themes for use in the analysis of objection governance. They are mission, authorising environment and capability. Three themes have been used to develop six key questions for this frame. These are used to analyse the governance structures that are in place to manage planning objections. This shown in Table 2.



Table 2 – Objection Governance Framework
	Public value
	Neighbourhood governance
	Objection governance
	Questions

	Value
	Rationale
Key objectives
	Mission
	1 What is the mission of the council and its planning department?

2 Are the missions of the council and the planning department being carried out?


	Legitimacy & support
	Citizen role
Leadership role
Democratic device
	Authorising environment
	3 Does the democratic device in place align with the stated and actual roles of citizens and leaders?

4 How do citizens make their objections heard?


	Operational capacity
	Institutional form
	Capability
	5 Does the council have the capacity to adequately carry out its missions?

6 To what extent does institutional form influence capability?




The purpose of refining these concepts is to better conceptualise their meaning in the context of this paper. As outlined in the previously, the limitations of the original theory of public value by itself do not necessarily make it very appropriate for the purposes of this research. Public value can be accepted in this context as both a normative and empirical framework, as proposed by Alford and O’Flynn (2009). In recognising its limitations, introducing other concepts to bridge these gaps can make it more suitable for planning. The neighbourhood governance literature bridges these limitations by providing a tool that is relevant and based on observed practice. Combining elements of both frameworks creates a more relevant and measurable tool with which to answer the research question.

	4. Methodology

This research employed a multiple embedded case study approach. The cases are all metropolitan councils that are in areas of high levels of development around Melbourne: The Cities of Yarra, Boroondara and Wyndham. These representative cases, as defined by Yin (2014), have been chosen to allow extrapolation of results across the local government sector. Key attributes that informed this selection are shown below in Table 3.

Table 3 – Selected local governments for research and key characteristics 
(State Government of Victoria, 2014; ABS, 2016)
	Council
	Region
	Population
	Density (person/ha)1

	City of Yarra
	Inner Central
	89,151
	45.65

	City of Boroondara
	Middle Eastern
	174,787
	26.55

	City of Wyndham
	Outer Western
	209,847
	3.87


1 Gross density

The City of Yarra covers 19.5 square kilometres in Melbourne’s inner east and features a culturally diverse population in an area well-serviced by sustainable transport (Yarra City Council, 2016a). Boroondara is located in the middle suburbs to the east of Melbourne’s CBD and includes predominantly residential land uses (Boroondara City Council, 2016a)  and high numbers of planning applications with associated high-profile controversies (Dovey, et al., 2009; Taylor, 2013). Finally, the City of Wyndham is to the south-west of Melbourne, covering 542 square kilometres with many areas earmarked for significant urban growth (Wyndham City Council, 2016a). These councils have been selected to ensure that at least one council from inner, middle and outer Melbourne is covered by this research.

This research used three main types of evidence: documentation, interviews, and observation. Several types of documents were collected and analysed in support of this research. Council documents were the primary source of information due to this research specifically examining local government structures and operations. However, it was also considered necessary to collect some broader documentary evidence to assist the answering of some questions in the context of the authorising environment. This is because citizen views and experiences as expressed through activities such as the Community Satisfaction Survey can be useful in understanding popular sentiment on an issue (Yin, 2014); in this case that issue is planning objections.

Several direct observations were conducted. This data was collected by attending a planning meeting at each of the three councils. All meetings were open to the public. Selection of meetings to attend was made to ensure that each meeting was as typical as possible. Several criteria for selecting meetings were considered: 1) Multiple statutory planning applications were being discussed; 2) The meeting was not an extraordinary meeting (i.e. not on the published yearly meeting schedule for the council); and 3) Objectors were present. 

Interviews were used to cross-reference and compare information collected from both document analysis and supporting observations (Yin, 2014). The views of a planning manager or senior planner at each council’s planning department were sought during these interviews. This ensured that perspectives from public officials could be included. 

Table 4 categorises the data used to address each question from the Objective Governance Framework. 

Table 4 – Categorisation of data according to framework questions
	Questions
	Data source
	Data type

	1 What is the mission of the council and its planning department?

	Document analysis
	Annual report

	2 Are the missions of the council and the planning department being carried out?

	Interviews
Observations
	Informed opinions and observations on whether the stated missions are carried out or not


	3 Does the democratic device in place align with the stated and actual roles of citizens and leaders?

	Document analysis (stated role)
Interviews (actual role)
Observations (actual role)
	Compare actual and stated roles of stakeholders

	4 How do citizens make their objections heard?

	Document analysis
Interviews
Observations

	Determine formal and actual processes

	5 Does the council have the capacity to adequately carry out its missions?

	Document analysis
Interviews
	Examine relevant KPIs and ask about resourcing

	6 To what extent does institutional form influence capability?

	Interviews
Observations
	Determine any structural issues that are present and their cause(s)



The data collected from each case study was first organised according to the six Objective Governance Framework questions. Then, the data from the three case studies was brought together for a cross-case comparison. The following section will present the findings from the analysis.

	5. Is public value being created?

This research found that some public value is being created through governance processes, but this most often occurs when government activities are carried out beyond the statutory requirements. This is a consistent theme across all aspects of the Objection Governance Framework. Importantly, all council officers recognise the necessity of involving the public throughout the objection process. However, some structural and resourcing limitations prevent them from carrying out their desired levels of engagement with the community.

The analysis is framed using each of the three key parts of Moore’s Strategic Triangle used to outline public value (Figure 1). At its core, as Moore (1995) asks: what is the point of public officials’ work? How can value be produced in a public-sector environment? Differences in governance at various stages of the planning process were often explained by interviewees as being contextually dependent on the expectations and characteristics of local communities. This is evidence of public value creation. Although all interviewees unanimously agreed that the role of officers is to provide objective advice and assessments, they were still able to recognise the inherently public and political nature of their department’s activities.

“[Planners] have to be aware that we work in a political environment, if you work for any level of government, but our role is to give ‘frank and fearless’ advice” (Boroondara, 2017).

“… when the planner assesses an application, they have to assess it against the policies of the planning scheme” (Wyndham, 2017).

“…we’re making objective judgements based on policy, there’s a difference between what the objector thinks is wrong and what we might think is wrong” (Yarra, 2017).

Structural and cultural barriers prevent them from being able to incorporate this thinking into their decisions.

This situation poses a serious challenge to the degree of legitimacy that decision-makers have within their authorising environment. While councillors are theoretically free to make decisions based on what they consider to be legitimate grounds, officers remain objective and seek to satisfy statutory rules and procedures. Politicians are elected representatives and this may be satisfactory if the issue is viewed through the lens of representative democracy. However, such an approach does not consider the fact that most of the decisions are made by officers (Boroondara City Council, 2016a; Taylor, et al., 2016; Wyndham City Council, 2016b; Yarra City Council, 2016b). This may be viewed as creating public value if the missions set by elected representatives are carried out in the decision-making of officers. Statutory regulations set by the state government are given the most weight due to the way that the process is designed. In sum, missions can only have legitimacy if decision-makers are able to employ them throughout the available governance processes. If they are prevented from doing so by institutional or other barriers, this voids the idea of having a mission in the first place.

There were also more particular issues observed on how the wishes of the public are articulated and carried out in practice. Theoretically, politicians create public value by articulating the needs of the public through mission and policy development (Moore, 1995). However, from data collected through observations and interviews, councillors do not always make planning decisions based on policies that they have developed. Indeed, in at least one council, it seemed more likely that a planning application was determined based on policy when it was considered by officers rather than councillors.

“[Councillors] are bound by the same tools that we are, the Scheme and the Act and other incorporated or reference documents, but because they don’t operate as professionals, they have the ability to make decisions however they want… Decisions are made not based on policy all the time, instead for other reasons [at public meetings]. Just because people think it’s a good idea or whatever…” (Yarra, 2017).


This difference between officer and councillor planning decisions could demonstrate one of two conclusions. It may demonstrate either a lack of consistency between council missions and their enacted policies or council officers being more aware of missions and policies than councillors. In either case, public value is not being created. In the first instance, it is because the wishes of the public are not being translated into practice. In the second instance, it is because those who are supposed to be creating the documents are the least aware of their existence and importance.

	5.1 Authorising environment

Authorisation for public institutions can only come about by political agreement (Moore, 1995) whether directly from the citizenry or through their elected representatives. As Alford and O’Flynn (2009) contend, it is vital that public sector organisational strategy is legitimate and politically sustainable. It must also recognise the different roles and powers of stakeholders (Alford & O'Flynn, 2009). Measuring such support in any context is difficult. For the purposes of this research, determining this aspect of public value rests on the results of standardised reporting mechanisms through the Victorian Government, self-reporting through annual reports, and the degrees to which missions are carried out. This is discussed in more detail further in the context of the task environment, but for the purposes of legitimacy and support, such measurements are also important.

The democratic devices employed throughout the objection process align closely with the stated roles of public officials, elected representatives, and citizens in most instances. However, this does not necessarily create public value. When councillors make decisions that are outside strategies and missions set on behalf of the public, this may lead to the creation of more public value than if they unequivocally followed their mission. Indeed, as all interviewees raised, regulatory constraints on what can or cannot be considered as an objection is not known by the public and councillors may seek to accommodate citizen wishes by considering such feedback. However, as one planner stated:

“Most, if not all of the planners that we have, try to take that extra step to help objectors understand what influence they can have in the process” (Wyndham, 2017).
 
Councillors are able ‘call in’ any application to be determined at a public meeting, but this is rare. For example, at Boroondara, it occurred only once in the previous four-year council term (Boroondara, 2017).

For public meetings, the room configurations are instructive in how each council views its stakeholders’ roles. Boroondara and Wyndham adopt more traditional setups with councillors, staff and the public clearly separated into sections throughout the room. Yarra’s approach of a single table with each stakeholder facing each other corresponded with their mission and policies emphasising at least some degree of community engagement through the planning process (Yarra City Council, 2013). It was in this meeting, where a controversial item was discussed, that residents and applicants spoke for the most time and could effect changes to the proposal. This was despite the proposal complying with all objectives outlined in the strategic plan for the area, implemented previously with the approval of the community. Nevertheless, one councillor and tens of residents did not agree with the proposal and attempted to have it stopped. The changes made by the council to the original plans did not necessarily align with the strategic plan, but did align with the council’s mission to incorporate community feedback into urban planning. This demonstrates the ongoing tensions between 1) fulfilling the council’s mission in specific instances or 2) following procedures or strategic documents that have been previously developed with the community expressing its desires directly or through elected representatives.

The conclusion from this and other examples is that adhering to strict policies and strategies at the expense of an overall mission or strategy may not create public value. For a governance process in this context to gain legitimacy and support from relevant actors within the council’s authorising environment, it must sometimes act beyond statutory requirements.

	5.2 Operational capabilities

The capacity for all three councils to create value presently exists but only in areas where local government has control over its activities. External factors are a significant constraint on the capacity of the council to respond to the needs of the public and create value. Many members of the public do not understand the specific effects of strategic plans when they are formulated and implemented (Yarra, 2017). This often results in communities supporting such strategic plans until specific developments are proposed with attributes that are considered unacceptable by members of the public. Councillors making decisions on specific developments may vote against proposals that fit with their council’s own strategic plans for this reason. In this case, whether approving or rejecting such a proposal creates more public value. The institutional barriers facing both councillors and officers put them in a position where they are prevented from acting on the wishes of the public. This is often not of the council’s own making, but creates difficulties that are not recognised as part of the existing governance process.

	5.3 Task environment

Missions of councils and planning departments are not articulated clearly in official documents. The lack of clear language and measurable targets related to planning governance or community engagement makes it difficult to create public value. It is hard to create value if missions of governments are not able to be clearly linked to the aspirations and wants of citizens. From a superficial perspective, council missions are being carried out. But this is only because the missions are so vague that they are extremely difficult to measure or evaluate.

The existing strategic indicators and targets focus on administrative efficiency and financial savings at both a state and local government level. According to Moore (1995), it is not possible to quantitively measure public value in this way. Therefore, creation of value must be at the forefront of the work of governments if they are to be successful and should be ‘the point of their work’ (Moore, 1995).

	6. Policy Implications

The key findings from this research have significant implications for future planning and governance policy. The existing system contains many constraints that affect the degree to which stakeholders in planning objection governance processes can respond and adapt to the inherently value-laden environment of planning.

Current policies are prescriptive and do not allow for officers to engage with the public other than to give impartial information and advice. As outlined previously, officers at all councils examined abide by their responsibilities, but also recognise the political nature of their environment. Adapting policies and procedures to encourage and facilitate the engagement of all stakeholders in the process on a level where values and political legitimacy can be considered would be a considerable improvement to the existing system. Instituting the approaches advocated by Lowndes and Sullivan (2008) of devolving decision-making to the lowest possible level would improve the degrees of political legitimacy and support throughout the planning objection governance process. Such a change would strengthen both the authorising and task environments of councils, and result in the creation of more public value.

Another change that should be considered is in the development and articulation of missions. Divides exist between public desires and what is carried out in specific actions. The vague nature of missions and lack of clear language can result in confusion and uncertainty about what the needs and wants the public is expressing. This is shown in the divide between community expectations and understandings across strategic and statutory planning. Policy change to bridge this gap to make missions clearer and measurable in relevant areas would improve organisational capability to create value.

One final policy implication is related to standardisation across councils and governments. There are differences in processes across the three councils that were studied. This has the potential to cause great confusion and uncertainty across jurisdictions, particularly over the 31 councils governing metropolitan Melbourne (State Revenue Office, 2016). While it is important to empower local communities to govern themselves (Arnstein, 1969; Sullivan, 2009), a balance must be struck between this imperative and the need to make processes accessible to the public. Improving cohesion across government authorities on the standards and procedures through which to lodge and consider planning objections would go at least some way to achieving this, and assisting in the creation of value.

	7. Conclusion

Public value is not being created across most stages of planning objection governance at local governments in Victoria. While there are some documented instances where certain aspects of Moore’s strategic triangle are being fulfilled, these are mostly the result of decisions made by planners in spite of governance processes, rather than because of them. Public value is most often created when participants in the governance process adhere to missions and strategies over statutory requirements set by external regulatory actors. By their very nature, council missions and strategies have legitimacy and political support from the public and other stakeholders. When decisions are made based on these aspirations and goals, it is far more likely to create public value than if citizen wishes are not considered in favour of following a statutory process. Some of this creation is occurring at present, but results also show that efforts by planning departments to fulfil council missions and strategies are hampered by resource, regulatory, and professional constraints. Introducing reforms to allow public officials to respond better to the inherently political environment in which they operate would be beneficial to all concerned and lead to the creation of more public value.
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